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If any solid apology can be offered for the unnatural Tragi-comic mode of 
writing, the richness of humour in many scenes of this play, must stand for 
justification; but this of the Carriers is so exceedingly low, and we may add 
indecent, that it should be cast aside; nay, and might be, without any injury 
to the plot; indeed it is an injury to let it stand, being the lowest degree of 
farce.�

Francis Gentleman’s notes on the �774 Bell’s acting edition of 1 Henry 
IV, Act 2, scene �, leave no doubt as to his opinion of “this [scene] of the 

Carriers.” The scene is admittedly something of an oddity, comprising two 
conversations between five lowly characters who barely feature elsewhere in the 
play: two carriers, an inn’s ostler and chamberlain, and the criminal Gadshill. 
Gadshill is involved in the highway robbery in the following scene, and one of 
the carriers appears with the sheriff as they pursue Falstaff to the tavern in 
Eastcheap, but otherwise the characters disappear. Cutting the scene therefore 
allows for some helpful cast pruning: as early as the �620s, when Sir Edward 
Dering drafted his abridgment of 1 Henry IV (adding about one-quarter of 
2 Henry IV), the carriers’ scene was among the casualties; together with a 
reworking of the robbery scene (2.2), the cut allowed him to drop all five char-
acters.2 And yet there is evidence that some early readers regarded the scene 

I am grateful for the guidance of Robert Bearman and Mairi MacDonald at the Shakespeare 
Birthplace Trust Records Office (SBTRO) and to James Daybell, David Scott Kastan, Lynne 
Magnusson, Barbara Mowat, James Shapiro, and the editors of Shakespeare Quarterly for their 
comments on drafts of this essay.

� Francis Gentleman, notes on Bell’s Edition of Shakespeare’s Plays, as they are now Performed 
at the theatres Royal in London, 8 vols. (London, �773–74), vol. 4, sig. I5v (page 22, nonsequen-
tial); see also David Scott Kastan, ed., King Henry IV, Part 1 (London: Thomson Learning, 
2002), 2.�n. All quotations from 1 Henry IV follow Kastan’s Arden3 edition and are cited par-
enthetically in the text by act, scene, and line, unless otherwise noted (for example, in the naming 
of certain characters). Quotations from other Shakespeare plays follow Stephen Greenblatt, gen. 
ed., the norton Shakespeare, Based on the Oxford Edition (New York: W. W. Norton, �997).

2 Folger Shakespeare Library MS V.b.34; reproduced in William Shakespeare, the History of 
King Henry the Fourth as Revised by Sir Edward Dering, Bart.: a Facsimile Edition, prep. George 
Walton Williams and Gwynne Blakemore Evans (Charlottesville: U of Virginia P for the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, �974). As Dering’s editors note, “The omission of the Carriers’ scene is not 
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as important, even quotable. In a commonplace book that includes an extract 
from the play, lines from the exchange between Gadshill and the chamberlain 
were selected for inclusion, much to the annoyance of the manuscript’s recent 
editor hilton Kelliher, who complains that “Falstaff, the presiding comic 
genius of Shakespeare’s play, surprisingly provided not one sentiment worthy 
of record. Why Falstaff’s ribald wit should have served his turn any less than 
the rather contrived humour of Gadshill and the Chamberlain is not immedi-
ately apparent, unless it was simply too subversive for his purposes.”3 When in 
�700 Thomas Betterton “Revived [the play], with Alterations,” he cut the king’s 
opening speech to ten lines, eliminated Lady Percy and Glendower’s daughter 
from 3.�, cut all of 4.4 and much of 5.4 and 5.5, but included the carriers’ scene 
intact.4 Moreover, as we shall see, in the contemporary riposte to Shakespeare’s 
portrayal of Oldcastle—the Admiral’s Men’s �599 Sir John Old-castle, written 
by Michael Drayton, Richard hathway, Anthony Munday, and Robert Wil-
son—the inn scenes involving carriers and ostlers are greatly extended.5 

The consensus of twentieth-century critics was that these comic scenes have 
an important but subordinate relationship to the main plot. Fredson Bowers, 
for instance, believed that the inn and robbery scenes in 1 Henry IV consti-
tuted “the mimic world of the underplot,” part of “the larger unity as a form of 
parody of the main plot.” Bowers, moreover, was keen to assert, “This action 
has no independent ideological significance in itself.”6 More recently, Arden3 
editor David Scott Kastan objects that this “desire to assert the play’s formal 
coherence” effectively “subordinat[es] subplot to main plot, commoners to aris-
tocrats, comedy to history” and argues that the play is “less willing to organize 
its disparate voices into hierarchies than such demonstrations of the terms of 
its putative unity would allow” (�5). here, I build on Kastan’s thesis to provide 
a specific reading of the carriers’ contribution to the play, which, as I shall pro-

unexpected; the scene is expendable in the plot, for all its local color and liveliness, and in view 
of the treatment given to the robbery this scene was properly omitted” (ix).

3 British Library Add. MS 64078: the notes on 2.� are on fol. 47v (volume reversed). See 
hilton Kelliher, “Contemporary Manuscript Extracts from Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1,” 
English Manuscript Studies 1100–1700, vol. �, ed. Peter Beal and Jeremy Griffiths (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, �989), �44–8�, esp. �56 (extracts) and �62 (commentary). 

4 K. Henry IV. With the Humours of Sir John Falstaff. a Tragi-Comedy, rev. Thomas Betterton 
(London, �700), sigs. A�r (title page), B�r; see also Kastan, ed., 83–84. 

5 the First Part of the True and Honorable Historie, of the Life of Sir John Old-castle, the good 
Lord Cobham (London, �600), sigs. I3v–I4r; for a modern edition and commentary on author-
ship, see Peter Corbin and Douglas Sedge, eds., the Oldcastle Controversy: “Sir John Oldcastle, 
Part I” and “the Famous Victories of Henry V” (Manchester: Manchester UP, �99�).

6 Fredson Bowers, “Theme and Structure in King Henry IV, Part I,” in the Drama of the 
Renaissance: Essays for Leicester Bradner, ed. Elmer B. Blistein (Providence, RI: Brown UP, 
�970), 42–68, esp. 53.
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pose, is by no means expendable, and which calls into question the possibility of 
such hierarchical distinction. Explicitly and articulately, the Gadshill robbery 
shows how an unholy alliance between career criminals and their high-ranking 
protectors preyed on a crucial infrastructure of early modern England that has 
been largely lost to view: the network of carriers and carriers’ inns on which 
so much communication depended. The carrier not only provided the primary 
means of contact between the provincial towns and London, but also consti-
tuted a way of understanding the capital for the provincial men and women, 
the “foreigners” who made it their home either temporarily or permanently. In 
1 Henry IV, Shakespeare presents the system of carriers and the inns that shel-
tered them as under threat from precisely those London dwellers whose lives 
and livelihoods that system made possible. I here attempt to restore the carriers 
to their rightful place in the play and in the life of the playwright, since as I shall 
demonstrate, Shakespeare’s own relationship with the carrier system is revealed 
in the single piece of his surviving correspondence. 

“ffrom the Bell in Carter Lane”: A Letter to Shakespeare

In the autumn of �793, the great Shakespeare scholar Edmond Malone 
discovered in Stratford-upon-Avon’s civic archives a letter from Stratford man 
Richard Quiney, dated 25 October �598, bearing the superscription “To my 
Loveinge good ffrend & contreymann Mr Wm. Shackespere deliver thees.”7 
The letter read as follows:

Loveinge Contreyman I am bolde of yow as of a ffrende, craveinge yowr helpe 
with xxxll [thirty pounds] vppon Mr Bushells & my securytee or Mr Myttons 
with me. Mr Rosswell is nott come to London as yeate & I have especiall 
cawse. Yow shall ffrende me muche in helpeinge me out of all the debettes I 
owe in London I thancke god & muche quiet my mynde which wolde nott be 
indebeted. I am nowe towardes the Cowrte in hope of answer for the dispatche 
of my Buysenes. Yow shall nether loase creddytt nor monney by me the Lorde 
wyllinge & nowe butt perswade yowr selfe soe as I hope & yow shall nott need 
to feare butt with all hartie thanckefullenes I wyll holde my tyme & content 
yowr ffrende & yf we Bargaine farther yow shalbe the paiemaster yowre selfe. 
My tyme biddes me hasten to an ende & soe I committ thys [to?] yowr care & 
hope of yowr helpe. I feare I shall nott be backe thys night ffrom the Cowrte. 

7 Richard Quiney to William Shakespeare, 25 October �598, “the Bell in Carter Lane” 
[London]. SBTRO ER 27/4. Contractions in SBTRO documents have been expanded and are 
indicated by italics. Capitalization and punctuation have been modernized. This letter is repro-
duced in Tarnya Cooper, with Marcia Pointon, James Shapiro, and Stanley Wells, Searching for 
Shakespeare (New haven: Yale UP; London: National Portrait Gallery Publications, 2006), �44 
(catalogue number 58). 
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haste. The Lorde be with yow & with vs all amen. ffrom the Bell in Carter 
Lane the 25 october �598. 

Yowres in all kyndenes 
Ryc. Quyney.

Quiney was in London on behalf of Stratford’s Corporation to present a plea 
to Sir John Fortescue, Chancellor of the Exchequer, that the town be exempted 
from some harsh taxation measures, citing two recent fires that had caused con-
siderable financial harm; clearly, he had now incurred debts in the capital, which 
he needed to clear. It seems that, as of 25 October, Quiney had not been able 
to make his case to Fortescue but was now headed for the court; Privy Council 
minutes confirm that the Council met three times at Richmond that day and 
that Fortescue was among their number.8 Since the letter was first printed in 
�82�, scholars have argued over the precise financial transactions that this letter 
aimed to bring about.9 What has been largely ignored is where the letter is writ-
ten: “ffrom the Bell in Carter Lane.” These six words, I shall argue, tell us a good 
deal about the way in which a man like Shakespeare might have carried out his 
own personal correspondence. 

The Quiney and Shakespeare families were long associated, if not neces-
sarily intimate.�0 Richard Quiney’s grandfather, his namesake, was acquainted 
with Shakespeare’s grandfather Richard Shakespeare of Snitterfield. Quiney’s 
father Adrian was a colleague of Shakespeare’s father John in Stratford’s Cor-
poration. And the family connections were made one flesh on �0 February �6�6 
when Quiney’s third son Thomas married Shakespeare’s younger daughter 
Judith; their first child, as if embodying the families’ long acquaintance, would 
be baptized Shakespeare Quiney nine months later, in November �6�6.�� 
Richard Quiney and William Shakespeare were most likely both educated 

8 See the entries for 25 October �598 in acts of the Privy Council of England a.D. 1598–9, 
n.s. 29, ed. John Roche Dasent (London: his Majesty’s Stationery Office, �905), 232–34. 

9 Edmond Malone and James Boswell, the Life of William Shakespeare, by the Late Edmond 
Malone: and an Essay on the Phraseology and Metre of the Poet and His Contemporaries, by James 
Boswell (London: privately printed, �82�), 485 (letter); 48�–86 (discussion). James Orchard 
halliwell first suggested that it might mean Shakespeare was a known moneylender (the Life of 
William Shakespeare [London: John Russell Smith, �848], �77), an idea promulgated recently 
by E.A.J. honigmann: see Ernst honigmann, “Shakespeare’s Life,” in the Cambridge Companion 
to Shakespeare, ed. Margreta de Grazia and Stanley Wells (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 200�), 
�–�2; and E.A.J. honigmann, “ ‘There Is a World Elsewhere’: William Shakespeare, Business-
man,” in Images of Shakespeare: Proceedings of the third Congress of the International Shakespeare 
association, 1986, ed. Werner habicht, D. J. Palmer, and Roger Pringle (Newark: U of Delaware 
P, �988), 40–46. 

�0 On Quiney, see Edgar I. Fripp, Master Richard Quyny Bailiff of Stratford-upon-avon and 
Friend of William Shakespeare (London: humphrey Milford/Oxford UP, �924).

�� Fripp, �3, 30–3�.
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at the King’s Free School. Thereafter, their lives seem to take different paths: 
Shakespeare moving to London and entering the theater, Quiney remaining 
in Stratford and becoming a successful mercer, town alderman in �588, and 
twice bailiff.�2 But those paths are less divergent than might at first be apparent. 
Shakespeare kept his primary residence in Stratford; his wife and children lived 
in Stratford; he increasingly invested in property in Stratford,�3 and he would 
ultimately die in Stratford. Conversely, Quiney, ostensibly the quintessential 
Stratford man, spent extensive amounts of time in London, suing on behalf of 
the Stratford Corporation in various causes. In addition to this winter �598–
99 trip, he traveled to London in �593, �595, and every year between �597 and 
�60��4—so this was pretty much annual business for him. Ultimately, Quiney’s 
offspring would leave Stratford: his second son Richard moved to the capital, 
finding success as a grocer at the Red Lion in Bucklersbury,�5 and his third son 
Thomas departed for London in �652 after a disastrous stint in Stratford as a 
vintner, abandoning his wife and family.�6 

It might fairly be said, then, that in their different ways William Shake-
speare and Richard Quiney both led lives spanning Stratford and London. 
They shared this experience with many provincial men of the time, especially 
those with mercantile, property, and legal interests, since despite the strength 
of local affiliations, many decisions regarding life in the country were made in 
London and its environs, home to Parliament, the law courts, and the royal 
court. The letter to Shakespeare is one in a substantial cache of letters, written 
mainly to Quiney, which survive in Stratford’s archives because Quiney died 
intestate while in office in May �602.�7 They contain his contacts with family 
and friends, financial and mercantile dealings in London and Stratford, and 

�2 Fripp, 45, 83–74. Quiney sold groceries and dry goods—green taffeta, fustian, skeins of 
silk, silk buttons, Southwich cloth, and Worcestershire hose—as well as bell metal, red lead, 
bricks, and tiles. he also made money by husbandry and malt sales.

�3 Shakespeare bought New Place from William Underhill in May �597, land in Old Strat-
ford in �602, and a lease of tithes in �605. See Fripp, ���; and Mark Eccles, Shakespeare in 
Warwickshire (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, �96�), 92.

�4 Eccles, 92–93.
�5 Fripp, 20�.
�6 S. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives (Oxford: Clarendon Press, �970), 28–29.
�7 Quiney died after his head was “grevouselye brooken” during a scuffle with supporters of 

a local rival. his papers, including the letters received during this London visit, remained in the 
Stratford archives in a packet labeled “A bundell of lettres and divers other matters concerninge 
suiets petitions and other matters concerninge the Corporation . . . vnsorted, bound vp January 
7 �603.” SBTRO BRU �5/�/�37. Damage from flooding has rendered several of the letters in 
BRU �5/� unreadable; here, we must rely on transcripts made in the early nineteenth century 
(in SBTRO ER �/97) by Captain James Saunders. Below, I provide references for both originals 
and transcripts. 
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news and gossip about mutual acquaintances—what today would fill telephone 
conversations, e-mails, and instant messages, all then the stuff of letters. Once 
away from Stratford, Quiney’s dealings with his hometown were completely 
circumscribed by what could be facilitated in the letter form. Shakespeare too 
would have relied on letters to keep abreast of life in Stratford, and therefore 
this batch of Quiney’s letters gives us some idea what Shakespeare’s correspon-
dence might have looked like. More pertinently to this inquiry, it suggests how 
that correspondence might have been transacted.

Most of the letters contain comments about how they were conveyed 
between Stratford and London. Without a regularized postal system—the 
royal post was not opened to private letters until �635—early modern corre-
spondents relied on a number of different means for transporting their letters. 
If they could, Quiney and his correspondents used one of the unregulated 
but established carriers who moved between London and various provincial 
towns.�8 Although slower than a post or foot messenger, the carrier was much 
cheaper. In the early seventeenth century, it cost only a penny to send a letter 
from London to Oxford or Ipswich; a letter sent to Quiney on 4 November 
�598 from Stratford by his brother-in-law Abraham Sturley, for example, had 
its carriage prepaid at a rate of twopence.�9 The carrier was therefore celebrated 
for consolidating ties between individuals across distances; as John Earle puts it 
in his �628 Micro-Cosmographie, “hee is the ordinarie Embassadour betweene 
Friend and Friend.” Although superficially “Churlish blunt,” the carrier has 
privileged access to knowledge: “he is no vnletter’d man, though in shew 
simple, for questionlesse, hee has much in his Budget, which hee can vtter 
too in fit time and place; hee is the Vault in Gloster Church, that conueyes 
Whispers at a distance; for hee takes the sound out of your mouth at Yorke, 
and makes it bee heard as farre as London.”20 The risk that the carrier might 
read letters and broadcast information is suggested in Claude Desainliens’ 
multilingual phrasebook, Campo di Fior (�583): “he hath sent a letter to his 

�8 On the various postal systems available in Elizabethan England, see Alan Stewart and 
heather Wolfe, Letterwriting in Renaissance England (Washington, DC: Folger Shakespeare 
Library, 2004), �2�–44; howard Robinson, the British Post Office: a History (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, �948), ��–36; J. Crofts, Packhorse, Waggon and Post: Land Carriage and Commu-
nications under the Tudors and Stuarts (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, �967); and Philip 
Beale, a History of the Post in England from the Romans to the Stuarts (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 
�998), �02–�2 passim, revised as England’s Mail: Two Millennia of Letter Writing (Stroud, UK: 
Tempus, 2005).

�9 Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 4 November �598. SBTRO BRU �5/�/�36; Fripp, 
�48. 

20 John Earle, Micro-Cosmographie or, a Peece of the World Discovered; In Essayes and Charac-
ters (London, �628), sigs. D4v–D5r.
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father all full of mourning, . . . Which, bycause it was not sealed, was read by 
the carier.”2� Despite these concerns, however, the carrier seems to have been a 
trusted means of transport. 

Carriers conveyed much more than letters. Letters passed within the 
Quiney family describe how Quiney’s wife sent him, by the carrier, Carlisle 
spoons and silver bound up with tobacco, cheeses, and collars of brawn; he sent 
her back from London “garnets” (possibly gurnards, a type of fish), oranges, 
and “stampes” (oil vessels); she asked for raisins, currants, pepper, sugar, “& 
some other grocerye yff the prices be reasonable & that you may have caryage 
resonable.”22 On other occasions, she reminded him to buy “a sute of hattes for 
v [e.g., your] boies the yongst lined & trimmed with silke,”23 while his eleven-
year-old son Richard wrote from Stratford’s school to ask him to buy two paper 
copybooks (“duos chartaceos libellos”) for himself and brother Thomas.24 his 
nephew Daniel Baker asks, “Yff therbee any cloth for mee to bee sent downe: 
send it by Edward bromly,” Stratford’s “long carrier.”25 Besides letters and 
goods, the carrier was accompanied by men and women, drawn to his expertise 
in navigating the journey, who for company and safety either walked alongside, 
hired a horse from the carrier, or were even taken as part of his load. 

Carriers acquired a reputation that was on occasion less than salubrious. A 
few allusions in plays and ballads suggest that girls “coming up” with the car-
rier to London rendered themselves vulnerable to solicitation from bawds. In 
Thomas Dekker’s the Second Part of the Honest Whore, Bots reports that “wee 
heare of two or three new Wenches are come vp with a Carrier, and your old 
Goshawke here”—the bawd Mistress horsleach—“is flying at them.” Later, 
demolishing horsleach’s claim to be “a motherly honest woman, and no Bawd,” 
Catyryna Bountinall demands of her “how many Carriers hast thou bribed for 
Country Wenches?”26 In Robin good-Fellow, His Mad Prankes, and Merry Iests, 
Robin sings of the inexorable decline of country Virtue to alcohol, smoking, 
and marriage to “a Tobacco-man, / A Stranger”—all via her journey with the 

2� Claude Desainliens, Campo di Fior or Else the Flovrie Field of Fovre Langvages (London, 
�583), sig. Q3r.

22 Adrian Quiney to Richard Quiney, 20 October �598 and �8 November �598. SBTRO 
BRU �5/�/�30 and BRU �5/�/�29; Fripp, �35–36, �5�.

23 Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 27 October �598. SBTRO BRU �5/�/�45; Fripp, 
�44; Eccles, 96.

24 Richard Quiney III to Richard Quiney, ca. 5 October �598. SBTRO ER �/97, fol. �06r 
(transcript; the original is lost); Fripp, �33.

25 Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, �3 November �598. SBTRO BRU �5/�/�26 (post-
script). 

26 Thomas Dekker, the Second Part of the Honest Whore (London, �630), sigs. F2v, L�v; see 
also Crofts, �35n08.
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carrier: “She came vp with a Carriers Iade, / And lay at racke and manger.”27 It 
seems that country-bred girls outdid the locals: 

One your Carrier brings to Towne,  
Will put downe your City bred: 
Put her on a Brokers Gowne, 
That will sell her mayden-head.28

Each carrier would regularly stay at, and was therefore associated with, a 
particular London inn. A survey of extant correspondence would no doubt 
clarify which carriers used which inn, but records for the �590s are scanty. 
The Caroline period is better served by John Taylor’s Carriers Cosmographie, 
which noted the specific “Innes, Ordinaries, hosteries and other lodgings” 
where carriers lodged and “what daies of the weeke they doe come to London, 
and on what daies they returne,” so that “all sorts of people may finde direction 
how to receiue, or send, goods or letters, unto such places as their occasions 
may require.”29 “The Carrriers [sic] of Buckingham,” for example, “doe lodge at 
the saracens head in carter lane, they come and goe fridaies and saturdaies.”30 
Where feasible, carriers worked on a weekly schedule, arriving in London on 
one assigned day and leaving to return to the provinces on the next. This model 
would fit with the journey from Stratford-upon-Avon to London, a route of 
some ninety-four miles one way via Chipping Norton, Oxford, Tetsworth, and 
high Wycombe, which seems to have taken three days in decent weather.3� 

27 Robin good-Fellovv, His Mad Prankes, and Merry Iests, Full of Honest Mirth, and Is a Medi-
cine for Melancholy (London, �628), sig. E�v; Crofts, �35–36n08.

28 Robin good-Fellovv, sig. E�r.
29 John Taylor, the Carriers Cosmographie. Or a Briefe Relation, of the Innes, Ordinaries, 

Hosteries, and Other Lodgings in, and neere London . . . (London, �637), sig. A�r (title page).
30 Taylor, sig. A4v. Carter Lane’s Sarazen’s head was later associated with the Cirencester 

carrier. When the Circencester carrier was passing Abingdon on his way to London on Tuesday 
26 August �679, his entire company saw a “tall Man in blackish habit,” followed by a series of 
wonders in the sky: water, fishes, and one hundred ships fighting. When the inevitable sensa-
tional newssheet appeared, curious readers were advised to “repair to Mr. Curtice In-holder, who 
keps the Sarrazens-head-Inn, in Carter-Lane near the Old Change, and he or any servant in the 
house, will satisfy . . . you of the whole matter, they being all ear-witnesses to the foresaid Rela-
tion, which will be atttested [sic] if required.” See Strange news from Barkshire, of an apparition 
of Several Ships and Men in the air, Which Seemed to the Beholders to be Fighting . . . (London, 
�679), fols. �–3. 

3� For attempts to reconstruct the journey, see John W. hales, “From Stratford to London,” 
in notes and Essays on Shakespeare (London: George Bell, �884), �–24; Russell Fraser, Young 
Shakespeare (New York: Columbia UP, �988), 79–86; and James Shapiro, a Year in the Life of 
William Shakespeare: 1599 (New York: harper Collins, 2005), 232–38. A route from Oxford 
to London is among the highways listed in Richard Grafton’s popular Briefe Treatise and Frank 
Adams’s writing tables (the number of miles is given in parentheses): Oxford, Whetly Bridge 
(5), Tetsworth (5), Stokenchurch (5), high Wycombe (5), Beaconsfield (6), Uxbridge (7), and 
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A carrier’s London inn had an extended social function, as can be seen in 

the journal left by the seventeenth-century seaman Edward Barlow. Born and 
raised in Prestwich, then four miles outside Manchester, Barlow follows his 
brother and sister in making the �40-mile journey to London with a carrier. he 
leaves home abruptly in March �657, “[k]nowing it was the day that the carriers 
were passing for London,” and chooses one “Thomas haye, who had carried a 
sister of mine up to London, as I thought he might show me more favour than 
one whom I had never seen. And finding him making ready I stayed till his 
yokes were ready.” he gives haye six shillings, from which the carrier pays for 
his “charges” en route; this does not include any place on a horse or cart, how-
ever, as Barlow travels on foot. The carrier and his entourage progress slowly 
to London, through Cheshire, Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire, 
Buckinghamshire, and hertfordshire, making eight overnight stops. By the 
time they reach St. Albans, Barlow writes, “I began to tire and my legs began 
to fail me by reason of my long journey and going afoot all the way.” By the fol-
lowing day at Barnet, “I began to be faint and exceeding weary,” but he finally 
makes it to London, where “we took up our lodging at the ‘Sign of the Axe’ in 
Aldermanbury, for there the carriers lay.” Barlow thus spends his first night in 
the capital at the inn habitually used by the Manchester carrier, and it is from 
there that his London life starts. While he is out the following day, “my uncle 
that lived in Southwark came to the inn to look for me,” because his father had 
sent word that Barlow had left for London.32 It is assumed by his father and 
uncle that the “Sign of the Axe” in Aldermanbury is where a recent Manchester 
immigrant is likely to be—and they are right. 

The experience of the provincial man or woman traveling by carrier to 
London was in large measure defined by, and dependent on, that carrier and 
the inn he patronized in London. These associations were not shaken off when 
the travelers reached town: rather, they remained a material point of contact 
between the newly minted Londoners and their hometown—or at least a handy 
excuse for a drink, as when the second apprentice in Thomas heywood’s the 

London (�5). See Richard Grafton, a Briefe Treatise Containing Many Proper Tables and Easie 
Rules: Verie necessarie and needefull, for the Vse and Commoditie of all People, Collected out of 
Certaine Learned Mens Workes. Perused, Corrected, and augmented by W. W. (London, �59�), 
sig. h3v. 

32 Barlow’s Journal of His Life at Sea in King’s Ships, East & West Indiamen & Other Mer-
chantmen from 1659 to 1703, ed. Basil Lubbock, 2 vols. (London: hurst & Blackett, �934), 
�:�7, 2�–23, esp. �:2�–22 (Barlow’s spelling has been modernized for this edition). Barlow’s 
journal is at the center of Patricia Fumerton’s important recent study, Unsettled: the Culture of 
Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern England (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2006). The 
Sign of the Axe is named as a Manchester carriers’ inn twenty years earlier; see Taylor, Carriers 
Cosmographie, sig. B4r.
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Second Part of, If You Know not Me, You Know no Bodie claims to his fellows, 
“I must needes step to the Dagger in Cheape to send a Letter into the Countrie 
vnto my father.”33 

News from home arrived via the carrier at a particular inn on a particular 
day. The power of this geographic and temporal schedule to affect the lives of 
individuals can be seen in the case of John Donne, as witnessed by his letters 
to Sir henry Goodere, a friend who lived at Polesworth hall in Warwick-
shire, four miles from Tamworth in Staffordshire.34 Donne wrote regularly to 
Goodere on a Tuesday, a fact he remarks on in the letters themselves: “Every 
tuesday I make account that I turn a great hour-glass, and consider that a 
weeks life is run out since I writ”; once, writing irregularly on a Saturday, he 
apologizes that “by taking me before my day (which I accounted Tuesday) I 
make short payment of this duty of Letters.” Closing one letter, Donne writes 
that if “there intervene new subject of writing, I shall relieve my selfe upon 
Tuesday, if Tamworth carrier be in town.” On another occasion, he includes a 
postscript explaining that “Lest your Polesworth carrier should cousen [cozen] 
me, I send my man with this letter early to London.”35 Living south of London 
in Mitcham, Donne had to ensure that he or at least his letters made it to 
town before Tuesday each week. In August �607, he wrote to Goodere that his 
“course of writing” was “a sacrifice,” and that “we must sepose [suppose] some 
certain times for the outward service thereof, though it be but formall and tes-
timoniall: that time to me towards you is Tuesday, and my Temple, the Rose 
in Smith-field.”36 The Rose in Smithfield was evidently the base for the carrier 
who went to Tamworth and Polesworth. A decade later, Taylor noted that one 
set of “carriers from Coventry . . . doe on Thursdaies and Fridaies come to the 
Rose in Smithfield”;37 for Donne, his adherence to their schedule is nothing 
short of a ritual. 

Like Donne, Shakespeare had a personal relationship to the carrier system. 
At least three men—William Greenway (or Greenaway), his son Richard, and 
Edward Bromley—served Stratford-upon-Avon as carriers in the late Elizabe-
than period. William Greenway was himself a Stratford man, a mercer who 

33 Thomas heywood, the Second Part of, If You Know not Me, You Know no Bodie with the 
Building of the Royall Exchange: and the Famous Victorie of Queene Elizabeth, in the Yeare 1588 
(London, �606), sig. A4v.

34 John Donne, Letters to Severall Persons of Honour . . . (London, �65�). For Goodere and 
Polesworth hall, see John Considine, “Goodere, Sir henry (bap. �57�, d. �627),” in Oxford Dic-
tionary of national Biography, ed. h.C.G. Matthew and Brian harrison (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/��003 (accessed October 24, 2007).

35 Donne, sigs. G4v, Kv, Ff�r–v, h3r.
36 Donne, sig. Q2v.
37 Taylor, Carriers Cosmographie, sig. B�v.
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lived on henley Street, near the Shakespeares, and leased a couple of small 
shops in Middle Row.38 The carriers’ schedule dictated the rhythms of letter 
writing in Stratford, as well as in London. It would be wrong, however, to 
assume that the carriers’ routines were always constant. Even while alleging 
that “this booke will give instructions where the Carriers doe lodge that may 
convey the said letter,” John Taylor was forced to admit that the carriers “doe 
often change and shift from one Inne or lodging to another.”39 Carriers could 
be delayed on the road for any number of reasons, interrupting their schedules; 
letter writers might well need to send letters when their regular carrier was out 
of town or left early. Letters sent by other means could take from two to seven 
days to reach Stratford, depending on the messenger. On one occasion when 
the “long carrier” Bromley had already gone, Abraham Sturley was forced to 
resort to a stranger who just happened to be traveling to London—an acquain-
tance named John Tubbe had heard of “one that laj that night att Master Lanes” 
(the house of Richard Lane in Bridge Town) and undertook to send it by him.40 
When a message had to be sent immediately, one might need to resort to 
another town’s carrier: when Quiney’s nephew Daniel Baker urged him to cor-
respond he wrote, “I pray you let mee heare from you by the Carrier of shipston 
vppon saterdaie com sennet [sevennight] yff you cannot beefore,”4� Shipston-
upon-Stour being a south Warwickshire town near Stratford-upon-Avon.

But these are exceptions and are always highlighted as such by the writer. 
We know that Quiney’s usual modus operandi was to lodge, and receive letters, 
at the Bell Inn in Carter Lane.42 Carter Lane was then one of the city’s main 
thoroughfares, just south of St. Paul’s Cathedral; the Bell Inn lay at the east 

38 Shapiro, 232–33.
39 Taylor, Carriers Cosmographie, sigs. A3r, A2v.
40 Sturley to Quiney, 20 November �598. SBTRO ER �/97, fol. �4�r (transcript of SBTRO 

BRU �5/�/�4�, now illegible); Fripp, �53. In turn, news of this letter’s travels was carried in a 
second letter by another bearer, “this convenient messenger,” of whom Sturley had only heard 
“this evening late to bedward.” Interestingly—and perhaps not as rarely as we might assume—
this messenger was a female traveler, whom Sturley recommended to Quiney: “Since she doth 
come hir desire is to finde v [you] theare. And I praj v lett hir finde what v can in all kindnes 
do for hur.” SBTRO ER �/97, fol. �4�r (transcript of SBTRO BRU �5/�/�4�, now illegible); 
Fripp, �53. 

4� Daniel Baker to Richard Quiney, 26 October �598. SBTRO BRU �5/�/�28.
42 See, for example, letters from Adrian Quiney on 20 October �598 (SBTRO BRU 

�5/�/�30), 29 October �598 (BRU �5/�/�33), and undated (BRU �5/�/�3�). Abraham 
Sturley wrote, “To his moste his lovinge brother master Richard Quinej at the Belle in Charter 
Lane att London geve these” on 23 November [�598] (ER 3/676); see also letters from Sturley 
on 4 November �598 (ER �/97, fol. �45; transcript of BRU �5/�/�36) and �4 November �598 
(ER �/97, fol. �38; transcript of BRU �5/�/�44). On �6 November �598, William Walford 
wrote the superscription, “To his aprooved and very good frend master Rychard Quyney at the 
bell in Carter Lane geve thes wythe speed” (BRU �5/�/��7). 
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end of the street in what is now Bell Yard.43 Richard Quiney stayed at the Bell 
Inn precisely because the Bell was the Stratford carriers’ London base. Their 
carrier businesses thus effectively defined the parameters of Quiney’s existence 
in London. 

It may well be that this routine led to some form of ex-provincial communi-
ties being formed in London. To date, social historians have looked at patterns 
of residence to ascertain whether such communities formed, and it appears 
that ethnic immigrants such as the Welsh and Irish and overseas “strangers” 
such as the French, Dutch, and later Jewish arrivals clustered together in their 
lodgings.44 But the patterns are not reproduced in the case of other provincial 
“foreigners,” as Peter Clark argues: “There is nothing to show that distinct 
geographical concentrations of Kentishmen or Yorkshiremen existed in the 
capital.”45 It seems probable, however, that each carriers’ inn provided a ready-
made and convivial venue, at least every time the carrier was due in town, for 
meetings between countrymen in London and those coming to or leaving the 
capital via the carrier.46 Quiney’s correspondents not only wrote to him at the 
Bell, but made arrangements for financial transactions with him there: Wil-
liam Parsons wrote to tell “Mr. Quene” that “I have taken order withe William 
Wenlocke to pay unto you or to Misterise Greffine at the Bell in Carter Lane 
tenne poundes”47—Mistress Griffin being, presumably, the landlady, who had 
a long-standing arrangement with Quiney. We can make a strong case that 
throughout his years in London Shakespeare also visited the Bell, or another 
Stratford-oriented inn, once a week to pick up letters, messages, and packages 

43 Edward h. Sugden, a Topographical Dictionary to the Works of Shakespeare and his Fel-
low Dramatists (Manchester: Manchester UP, �925), s.v.  “Carter Lane”; see also John Stow, a 
Survay of London (London, �598), sig. U4v; and the London Encyclopædia, ed. Ben Weinreb and 
Christopher hibbert (London: Macmillan, �983), svv.  “Bell Yard” and “Carter Lane.”

44 A. L. Beier and Roger Finlay, “Introduction: The Significance of the Metropolis,” in 
London 1500–1700: the Making of the Metropolis (London: Longman, �986), �–33, esp. 2�; 
and Peter Clark, “Migrants in the City: The Process of Social Adaptation in English Towns, 
�500–�800,” in Migration and Society in Early Modern England, ed. Peter Clark and David 
Souden (London: hutchinson, �987), 267–9�, esp. 274.

45 Clark, 274.
46 There are anecdotal hints that such arrangements lasted into the eighteenth century. In 

Thomas Bewick’s memoir, he recounts how, when in London, “I met other Newcastle friends 
every monday night at the hole in the Wall, Fleet street where I went to see the Newcastle 
papers. Some of these indeed occasionally wanted assistance & got my last sixpence.” The refer-
ence to “Newcastle papers” here may imply that the Monday night meetings were based around 
deliveries from Newcastle to this particular inn, probably by stagecoach. See Iain Bain, ed., a 
Memoir of thomas Bewick Written by Himself (London: Oxford UP, �975), 75.

47 William Parsons to Richard Quiney [25 October �598]. SBTRO BRU �5/�/��4; Fripp, 
�40.
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and to hand over others to be taken by the carrier, on the evening when the 
carrier stayed overnight. 

This arrangement might explain an enduring mystery about Quiney’s letter 
to Shakespeare. Although addressed to Shakespeare, it appears not to have 
reached him, since it remained in Quiney’s cache of letters. historians have sug-
gested that Shakespeare received the letter and then handed it back to Quiney 
or (anachronistically) that he passed it to his solicitor to be dealt with.48 I would 
suggest instead that Quiney did not send the letter to his countryman. Rather, 
he left it at the Bell to be picked up by Shakespeare, whom he knew would visit 
that day to meet the carrier. Perhaps he was used to meeting Shakespeare at the 
Bell on that day—hence, his explanation that he did not expect to be there that 
evening, because he would be held up at court at Richmond. But we know that 
Quiney did return to the Bell, because he wrote to Abraham Sturley the same 
day and included news that Shakespeare was going to cooperate. (Although 
Quiney’s letter is lost, Sturley acknowledged the news on 4 November with 
a notable lack of enthusiasm: “that our countryman Master William Shake-
speare would procure us monej, I will like of as I shall heare when & wheare & 
howe.” 49) My suggestion, then, is that having made arrangements for the pos-
sibility that he and Shakespeare would not bump into each other at the Bell, 
Quiney did meet Shakespeare that evening, not by accident, but by following 
the natural rhythms of lives that were transacted, to a large extent, by letters 
taken by carriers between London and the provinces. 

Richard Tarlton’s Poor Carrier

Despite, or perhaps because of, their ubiquity in the lives of many London-
ers, carriers are not frequently portrayed in the canonical works of the early 
modern stage. But one stage carrier did leave his mark: Dericke, created by 
Richard Tarlton in the popular �580s Queen’s Men play the Famous Victories 
of Henry the Fifth.50 Tarlton’s persona was that of a “clown,” a newfangled term 

48 halliwell-Phillipps affirms, “It may be concluded that the great dramatist forwarded the 
letter to his solicitor with instructions to prepare the requisite security, for otherwise it would 
be all but impossible to account for its having been preserved, with other papers of {Thomas} 
Greene, {town clerk, Shakespeare’s solicitor}, amongst the records of the Corporation.” J. O. 
halliwell-Phillipps, Outlines of the Life of Shakespeare, 2d ed. (London: Longmans, Green, and 
Co., �882), �04–5. See also René Weiss, Shakespeare Revealed: a Biography (London: John 
Murray, 2007), 239–44, who speculates that Quiney “either never left for Whitehall at all, or 
else returned early to find Shakespeare waiting for him” (243).

49 Abraham Sturley to Richard Quiney, 4 November �598. SBTRO ER �/97, fols. �44v–
�45r (transcript of SBTRO BRU �5/�/�36, now faded and illegible); Fripp, �46; Eccles, 95.

50 the Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth Containing the Honourable Battell of agin-court . . . 
(London, �598). Abbreviations are silently expanded; quotations from the Famous Victories will 
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in the �580s that denoted both rustic and stage comedian or, rather, a novel 
blend of the two. As Peter Thomson has explained, Tarlton himself “arrived in 
London as a provincial immigrant. It was as a rustic clown, dressed in a russet 
suit and buttoned cap, that he stamped his enduring image on the city.”5� John 
Davies’ epigram on Tarlton claims, 

 all Clownes since haue bene his Apes:  
Earst he of Clownes to learne still sought;  
But now they learne of him they taught  
By Art far past the Principall;  
The Counterfet is, so, worth all.52 

In other words, Tarlton based his act on the countrymen he knew, but his influ-
ence was such that, after his death, they seemed to model themselves on him; 
in Richard helgerson’s words, “Rustics came to be seen as Tarlton portrayed 
them.”53 As David Wiles has argued, “The rustic clown was a response to Lon-
don”; “Tarlton tapped spectators’ anxieties about the rustic boor latent within 
themselves.”54 Or, as Thomson claims, “The role enabled him to speak to and for 
the uprooted countrymen struggling to come to terms with urban living, and 
the effectiveness of his comic improvisations owed much to his natural ability 
to observe the customs of the city from the outside.”55

The theatrical appeal of “uprooted countrymen” should not be underesti-
mated. It has been calculated that early modern London absorbed immigrants 
at a rate of six to ten thousand per annum. The lower estimate comes from 
analyzing the discrepancy between burials and baptisms in London parish reg-
isters, but such a calculation ignores all those who came to London and then 
left again before dying.56 William Shakespeare was one of these missing statis-
tics: parish registers will tell us he was baptized, married, and buried in Strat-
ford-upon-Avon and that his children were baptized and buried there; but the 

be made parenthetically in the text, by signature. See also William Wells, “The Famous Victories 
of henry the Fifth: A Critical Edition” (PhD diss., Stanford University, �935). For a modern 
edition of the play, see Corbin and Sedge, eds., Oldcastle Controversy (n. 5 above).

5� Peter Thomson, “Tarlton, Richard (d. �588),” in Oxford Dictionary of national Biography, 
ed. h.C.G. Matthew and Brian harrison (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb 
.com/view/article/2697� (accessed 3� July 2007). 

52 John Davies, “On Tarlton,” in Wits Bedlam, Where Is Had, Whipping-Cheer, to Cure the 
Mad (London, �6�7), sigs. K6r–v, esp. K6v. 

53 Richard helgerson, Forms of nationhood: the Elizabethan Writing of England (Chicago: U 
of Chicago P, �992), 2�8. 

54 David Wiles, Shakespeare’s Clown: actor and Text in the Elizabethan Playhouse (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, �987), ��–23, esp. 23.

55 Thomson, “Tarlton, Richard (d. �588).” 
56 Beier and Finlay, 9–�0.
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records fail to tell us that he spent twenty years of his adult life in London. In 
short, there was a vast adult market that could recognize and sympathize with 
the plight of the provincial woman or man turned Londoner. Theater audiences 
may well have included carriers themselves; one Italian witness stereotyped the 
audience at the Curtain in �6�3 as a “gang of porters and carters” (“la canaglia 
di facchini e carrettieri”; John Florio pungently rendered “canáglia” as “raskaly 
people only fit for dogs company”).57 And in the Famous Victories, in the fig-
ure of Dericke the carrier, alias “Goodman hoblings man of Kent,” one of the 
“gentlemen Clownes in Kent” (sigs. B3r, A4r), the man who still straddles the 
rural and urban worlds by virtue of his occupation, the man who may have set 
many immigrants on their London lives, Tarlton found the perfect encapsula-
tion of that section of London society. 

It is clear even from the flawed printed playtext that this role gave Tarlton 
ample opportunities to improvise his trademark comic business. The audience 
is meant to be on the carrier’s side from the beginning, as he enters “rouing” 
through the audience, displaying the signs of a beating, crying pitifully, “Who 
[whoa], who there, who there?” to his nonexistent missing horse, lamenting he 
has been robbed, calling for “maister Constable,” and insisting “ile haue the law 
at his hands” (Famous Victories, sig. A4r). he immediately finds sympathetic 
support in the watch, made up of three civic-minded Londoners—John Cobler, 
Robin Pewterer, and Lawrence Costermonger—who patrol the city streets at 
midnight. When Dericke identifies the man who assaulted him, they throw 
the thief into “the country prison” (sig. B�v), Newgate, to await the sessions, 
although he is the prince’s servant. The thief, who is revealed to be one Cuthbert 
Cutter, is formally indicted by a clerk in terms that emphasize the carrier’s pov-
erty and vulnerability: “I indite thee by the name of Cutbert Cutter, for robbing 
a poore carrier the 20 day of May last past, in the fourteen yeare of the raigne 
of our soueraigne Lord King Henry the fourth, for setting vpon a poore Carrier 
vpon Gads hill in Kent, and hauing beaten and wounded the said Carrier, and 
taken his goods from him” (sig. B2v ).58 In a typical moment of rustic ignorance, 

57 Antimo Galli to Andrea Cioli, 22 August �6�3, relating the visit of Ambassador Antonio 
Foscarini in disguise to the Curtain; translated and quoted in John Orrell, “The London Stage 
in the Florentine Correspondence, �604–�6�8,” theatre Research International n.s. 3 (�977–78): 
�57–76, esp. �7�. For the Italian text, see E. K. Chambers, “Elizabethan Stage Gleanings,” 
Review of English Studies � (�925): �82–86, esp. �86. For Florio’s translation, see John Florio, 
Qveen anna’s nevv World of Words, or Dictionarie of the Italian and English Tongues (London, 
�6��), sig. G3v, s.v. “canáglia.” 

58 It is clear from R.C.’s �607 translation of Estienne’s World of Wonders that “cutter” was a 
term for a highway robber: “But whilest I was copying this story out of HERODOTVS, another 
came into my mind of a theefe, or rather a cutter by the highway.” henri Estienne, a World 
of Wonders: Or an Introdvction to a Treatise Touching the Conformitie of ancient and Moderne 
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Dericke points out that “he hath not beaten and wounded me also, but hée hath 
beaten and wounded my packe, and hath taken the great rase of Ginger, that 
bouncing Besse with the iolly buttocks should haue had; that greeues me most” 
(sig. B2v). 

Deciding he has had enough of his dangerous trade—“Faith ile be no more 
a Carrier”—Dericke informs John Cobler that “Ile dwell with thée and be a 
Cobler” (sig. B4v ); he spends some time in a rather knockabout ménage à trois 
with the poor cobbler and his wife. Learning of Cutter’s imprisonment, Prince 
harry intervenes to free his man, but the Lord Chief Justice refuses to waive 
the law and threatens to hang Cutter, leading the prince to punch the Justice 
in the face and get himself thrown into the King’s Bench prison.59 Once henry 
IV is dead, however, the Lord Chief Justice frees Cutter, fearing reprisals from 
the new king. Tom, Ned, and Jockey meet the freed thief, and Ned comments, 
“how the villaine stinkes” (sig. D�r), presumably as a result of his spell in jail. 
Cutter expects to “go and serue [his] maister againe,” but Tom warns him, 
“Gogs blood, doost think that he will haue any such / Scab’d knaue as thou 
art? what man he is a king now” (sig. D�r). Ironically, it is Tom whom henry 
will ban from coming within ten miles of his presence on pain of death. Taking 
their advice, the thief disappears once Ned gives him two angels, emphasizing 
his mercenary nature. Cutter turns up only once more, pressed into military 
service alongside Cobler and Dericke; Dericke immediately worries about his 
shirt: “I am sure héele steale it from me, / he is such a filching fellow” (sig. E�r). 
This is the final word on Cutter: as the play moves to France, he disappears 
entirely. Dericke, meanwhile, survives the war—“once kild, why it tis nothing, / 
I was foure or fiue times slaine” (sig. F4v)—and makes his last appearance “with 
his girdle full of shooes” (sig. F4v) stolen from dead French soldiers, planning to 
sneak back into England with the duke of York’s funeral entourage. 

Beyond giving Tarlton a great part, the play also served as one of the main 
sources for Shakespeare’s henriad; as such, it provides a useful starting point 
for an analysis of Shakespeare’s treatment of the Elizabethan carrier. In recast-

Writers: Or a Preparatiue Treatise to the apologie for Herodotvs, trans. R.C. (London, �607), sig. 
I6r. For the original, see henri Estienne, L’introdvction av traite de la conformite des merveilles 
anciennes auec les modernes. Ov, traite preparatif à l’apologie pour Herodote (Geneva, �566), sig. l5r: 
“Or en mettant par escrit ceste histoire d’herodote, m’est venue en memoire vn’autre, d’vn larron 
ou plustost brigand.” Also see the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), J. A. Simpson and E.S.C. 
Weiner, prep., 20 vols., 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, �989), s.v. “cutter” (n.�), 3a: “One over-ready 
to resort to weapons; a bully, bravo; also, a cutthroat, highway-robber. Obs.” 

59 An episode based on, but departing from, a sequence in Thomas Eliot’s Boke named the 
gouernour (�53�), retold in John Stow’s �592 annales. See John Stow, the annales of England, 
Faithfully Collected out of the Most autenticall authors, Records, and Other Monuments of antiqui-
tie, from the First Inhabitation vntill this Present Yeere 1592 (London, �592), sigs. Nn2r–v.
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ing these events in his own play, I suggest, Shakespeare exploited some crucial 
ambiguities in his source materials. For those familiar with 1 Henry IV, the 
raw stuff of episodes in Shakespeare’s play is evident in the Famous Victories: 
highway robbery, the carrier, the Kent location of Gads hill, and the character 
known as Gadshill. We might add to this list the “old Tauerne in Eastcheape” 
(sig. A3v) (where Cutter is due to meet up with the prince) and small details 
such as Dericke’s favourite curse, “A bots on you” (sig. C�r), echoed in the 
“bots” (1 Henry IV, 2.�.9) that afflict the carrier’s jade, and his load of a “great 
rase of Ginger” that becomes “two races of ginger” (2.�.24–25) in 1 Henry IV. 
In more significant ways, however, the treatment of carrier robbery in the two 
plays differs radically. In the Famous Victories, the attack on the two richly 
laden receivers is separate from the attack on the carrier; in Shakespeare’s play, 
Gadshill lays the groundwork for the raid by Falstaff and his friends on two 
rich gentlemen traveling with a carrier. And this distinction, I would argue, 
has profound implications for our understanding of the relationship between 
London and its carriers.

“The most villainous house in all London road”:  
The Carrier and the Inn

the Famous Victories centers its action on London. We first meet harry 
and his associates in the aftermath of their assault on the receivers near Dept-
ford, only “about a mile off” London (sig. A2r). Although the carrier Dericke 
is attacked on Gads hill, over twenty miles southeast of the capital, we do not 
see him until he reaches London and seeks help from the watch. In 1 Henry 
IV, however, the action is more widely dispersed: while the unnamed tavern in 
London’s Eastcheap is a base of operations (�.2, 2.4, 3.3), we are also taken to 
an inn at Rochester (2.�) and on to Gadshill, slightly west of Rochester, both 
on the road to London.60 It is Shakespeare’s depiction of the Rochester inn 
that provides a focus for the play’s examination of the interdependence of the 
provincial system of carriers, the inns that sustained them, the inns’ employees, 
their customers, and the criminals who preyed on them.

It is in the Rochester inn, then, that we meet two carriers, Mugs and an 
unnamed carrier, preparing for the coming day’s journey (2.�). Although their 
occupation is not named (until Gadshill greets them at �.3�), carriers were 
apparently familiar enough figures to be clearly identifiable by their dress: in 

60 Although, as David Bevington rightly notes, Rochester is not named as the location of the 
inn during the scene, there is nothing to contradict the information given earlier that Gadshill 
will spend the night at Rochester. I therefore assume that we can accept that this inn is placed at 
Rochester. See David Bevington, ed., Henry IV, Part I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, �994), 2.�n.
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George Chapman’s play the Conspiracie, and Tragedie of Charles Duke of Byron, 
Marshall of France, Byron enters “solus disguizd like a Carrier of letters.”6� Tarl-
ton’s Dericke may also have served as the model for the stage carrier. Although 
the Shakespearean scene is broadly comic, these carriers are a long way from 
the lovable Dericke. here, the carriers’ dialogue is coarse, in both tone and con-
tent, and (in the �598 Q� edition at least) filled with oaths and curses: “by the 
Masse,” “Gods bodie,” “I faith,” and “Marry.”62 Their main concern is for the 
commodities they carry—“I have a gammon of bacon and two races of ginger 
to be delivered as far as Charing Cross” (2.�.24–25), the other side of London, 
says the second carrier, while Mugs complains that “the turkeys in my pannier 
are quite starved!” (ll. 26–27), suggesting that the poultry he carries is just 
about alive, to be delivered fresh for slaughter at one of London’s markets.63

Rochester, as every member of Shakespeare’s audience would know, was a 
key town on the road from London to Kent, one of the busiest roads in Eng-
land, which ran through Dartford, Gravesend, Rochester, Sittingbourne, and 
Canterbury to Dover—a route important enough to be included in the con-
tinental roadbook the Post for Diuers Partes of the World.64 The road’s heavy 
traffic traditionally came from two groups: merchants and travelers coming 
from Dover and pilgrims traveling to and from Canterbury. Poins talks up 
the robbers’ potential booty as coming from “pilgrims going to Canterbury 
with rich offerings and traders riding to London with fat purses” (�.2.��9–2�). 
From the fourteenth century on, the road was organized enough to have split 
into established “stages” to facilitate faster journeys by the use of relays. The 
route even left its marks on equine vocabulary, giving us the term “Rochester 
hackney” and even the verb “to canter,” a contraction of “Canterbury.”65

Significantly, the men are introduced not on the road but at an inn, and it 
is the inn that is the cause of their main complaints. They deplore the substan-
dard quality of their bed and board and of the treatment of their horses. The 
Rochester inn is “the most villainous house in all London road for fleas. I am 

6� George Chapman, the Conspiracie, and Tragedie of Charles Duke of Byron, Marshall of 
France (London, �608), sig. F3r. 

62 [William Shakespeare,] the History of Henrie the Fourth; With the Battell at Shrewsbu-
rie, betweene the King and Lord Henry Percy, Surnamed Henrie Hotspur of the north. With the 
Humorous Conceits of Sir Iohn Falstalffe (London, �598), sigs. C2r–v.

63 The turkey was quite anachronistic for the early fifteenth century, since it was only later 
introduced to Europe from America by the Spanish (Kastan, ed., 2.�.26n). 

64 See, for example, [Richard Rowlands {Richard Verstegan,}] the Post for Diuers Partes of 
the World: To Trauaile from One notable Citie vnto an Other, with a Descripcion of the antiquitie 
of Diuers Famous Cities in Europe (London, �576), sig. h2v; and [Richard Grafton,] a Briefe 
Treatise Conteyning Many Proper Tables and Easie Rules (London, �582), sig. h4r.

65 Crofts, 6�–65, esp. 64–65.
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stung like a tench” (2.�.�4–�5), claims the second carrier; Mugs concurs that 
“there is ne’er a king christen could be better bit than I have been since the 
first cock” (ll. �6–�8). The second carrier diagnoses the problem’s source in the 
inn’s toilet arrangements: “they will allow us ne’er a jordan, and then we leak in 
your chimney, and your chamber lye breeds fleas like a loach” (ll. �9–2�). Their 
conversation also reveals their longstanding association with the Rochester inn 
and its staff. The ostler is important because he cares for their horses: Mugs 
wants him to “beat Cut’s saddle, put a few flocks in the point” (ll. 5–6), that 
is, to soften the horse’s saddle leather and stuff some padding wool under the 
pommel (2.�.5–6n). They recall with nostalgic regret the passing of the previ-
ous ostler: “This house is turned upside down since Robin Ostler died” (ll. �0–
��). In the rose-colored vision of William harrison’s “Description of England,” 
the horses of a guest at an English inn “are walked, dressed and looked vnto by 
certeine hostelers or hired seruants, appointed at the charges of the goodman 
of the house, who in hope of extraordinarie reward will deale verie diligentlie 
. . . in this their function and calling.”66 harrison’s caring ostler appears in Sir 
John Old-castle in the form of Old Jack, welcoming the carrier to the Bell Inn 
in St. Albans, on the Lancashire to London route, with a friendly “What gaf-
fer Club, welcome to saint Albons, / how does all our friends in Lancashire?” 
“[h]ow does old Dick Dunne?” asks the ostler, of the carrier’s own horse. Car-
ing for both carrier and his horse, Old Jack urges him, “Come Gaffer Club, 
vnlode, vnlode, and get to supper, and Ile rub dunne the while.”67

Even harrison has to admit that in their job “neuerthelesse are manie of them 
[ostlers] blame worthie, in that they doo not onelie deceiue the beast oftentimes 
of his allowance by sundrie meanes, except their owners looke well to them.”68 
That reputation is verified (albeit negatively) by the dwarf in the Knight of the 
Burning Pestle, who claims that the ostler “will our Palfries slicke with wisps of 
straw, / And in the Maunger put them Oates enough, / And neuer grease their 
teeth with candle snuffe,”69 implying that a lack of slicking, inadequate feed-
ing, and teeth greasing were considered commonplace. In 1 Henry IV, the good 
ostler is lamented, while a bad ostler, Tom, is hinted at offstage. Robin saw his 
life cut short by the rising price of oats—“Poor fellow never joyed since the price 

66 William harrison, “Description of England,” in Raphael holinshed, First and Second Vol-
umes of Chronicles (London, �587), sig. P2v.

67 Sir John Old-castle, sigs. I3v–I4r; for a modern edition, see Corbin and Sedge, eds., Oldcastle 
Controversy (n. 5 above).

68 harrison, sig. P2v. 
69 the Knight of the Burning Pestle (London, �6�3), sig. E2r. Published anonymously, this play 

has traditionally been assigned to Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, although scholars do not 
now agree about Fletcher’s share in its writing. Many assign it to Beaumont alone, while others 
claim some part of it for Fletcher.
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of oats rose; it was the death of him” (2.�.�2–�3)—possibly, as Kastan suggests 
(64), a reference to actual contemporary economic conditions. The current 
ostler, despite repeated and increasingly angry calls from the carriers, seems to 
have no interest in serving them, and Robin’s oats have been replaced by cheaper, 
substandard fare: “Peas and beans are as dank here as a dog, and this is the next 
way to give poor jades the bots” (ll. 8–9), the second carrier claims. 

The two carriers are not working together, but they see themselves as “neigh-
bours” or “countrymen,” traveling the same road, in the same direction, and, it 
seems, on the same schedule. John Taylor’s Carriers Cosmographie suggests that 
carriers from particular regions tended to travel in packs,70 timing their jour-
neys to and from London so that they would coincide as they neared the capital, 
perhaps because they were hoping for safety in numbers. The progression of 
the scene in 1 Henry IV would support such an interpretation. The carriers’ 
easy banter is instantly banished by the arrival of Gadshill. “Good morrow, 
carriers. What’s o’clock?” he asks, and Mugs replies, “I think it be two o’clock” 
(2.�.3�–32), even though he has earlier remarked that it must already be “four 
by the day” (l. �). he is attempting to obscure from Gadshill the precise time of 
their departure. As Gadshill then tries to persuade each of the carriers in turn 
to lend him a lantern, this suspicion becomes more evident. “Nay, by God, soft. 
I know a trick worth two of that” (ll. 35–36), Mugs says. “Ay, when, canst tell?” 
retorts the other, “ ‘Lend me thy lantern,’ quoth he. Marry, I’ll see thee hanged 
first” (ll. 38–39). When Gadshill pushes them to tell him when they intend to 
reach London, the response from the second carrier is evasive: “Time enough to 
go to bed with a candle, I warrant thee” (ll. 42–43). 

For all their knee-jerk suspicion, however, the two are foolish enough to let 
Gadshill hear the information he wants: namely, that there are “gentlemen” in 
the inn, who “will along [want to travel] with company” because “they have great 
charge” (ll. 43–45), valuables to be transported. Later, during the ambush, we 
see something of the relationship between carrier and these gentlemen travel-
ers. Two of the travelers dismount as they descend the hill: “Come, neighbour,” 
one says, “the boy shall lead our horses down the hill. We’ll walk afoot awhile, 
and ease our legs” (2.2.76–78). Presumably, the boy works for the carrier, help-
ing to lead the horses that the gentlemen have hired. It is at this moment, as 
the travelers move into “the narrow lane” (l. 58), that Falstaff, Peto, Bardolph, 
and Gadshill make their ambush.7� By the time we first meet the carriers, we 

70 Crofts (43) also makes this point.
7� In the Folio and Quarto texts, Poins has suggested it will be “Falstaffe, Haruey, Rossill, and 

gads-hill, shall robbe those men that wee haue already way-layde,” but “harvey” and “Rossill” 
seem to disappear from the play. Editors often substitute “Peto” and “Bardoll.” See Kastan, ed., 
�.2.�54n. For Q, see [Shakespeare,] History of Henrie the Fourth, sig. B�r. The quotation in this 
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already know, from Poins, of the plan: “[T]omorrow morning by four o’clock 
early, at Gad’s hill, there are pilgrims going to Canterbury with rich offerings 
and traders riding to London with fat purses. I have vizards for you all; you 
have horses for yourselves. Gadshill lies tonight in Rochester. I have bespoke 
supper tomorrow in Eastcheap. We may do it as secure as sleep” (�.2.��8–24). 
The ambush will take place on Gad’s hill, a high-lying forested area on the 
London road between Rochester and Gravesend, already a byword for danger 
to travelers. In Sir John Old-castle, the robber-priest Sir John of Wrotham pro-
vides a checklist of such spots on Kent’s London road: “theres nere a hill, heath, 
nor downe in all Kent, but tis in my parish, Barrham downe, Chobham downe, 
Gads hill, Wrootham hill, Blacke heath, Cockes heath, Birchen wood, all pay 
me tythe.”72 Of these, Gads hill was the most infamous. In his �592 sermon 
the Poore Mans Teares, henry Smith decried “some beggers that boldly on 
Gads hill, Shooters hill, and suche places take mens horses by the heads, and 
bids them deliuer their purses.”73 Black Will, in arden of Feversham, boasts of 
how he “robbed [a Constable] and his Man once at Gades hill.”74 In Jonson’s 
Every Man ovt of His Hvmor, Sogliardo sings the praises of “Caualier Shift,” “the 
only Bid-stand that euer was,” who robs on “all the high places of any Request,” 
such as “new-Market, Salisburie Plaine, Hockley i’the hole, gads-Hill,” carrying 
out “fiue hundred Robberies in his time, more or lesse.”75 In Dekker and Web-
ster’s West-ward Hoe, Mistress Birdlime laments “how the poor gentlewoman 
lies . . . as the way lies ouer gads-hill, very dangerous.”76

At this point in �.2, Poins and the gang are in Eastcheap and have booked 
supper there for the following evening as an alibi: no one would suspect that 
they had galloped out of London in the middle of the night, carried out a high-

note is from the First Folio of Shakespeare, prep. Charlton hinman (New York: W. W. Norton, 
�968), 370 (through-line numbers 265–66).

72 Sir John Old-castle, sig. F4r. Barham is six miles southeast of Canterbury; Cobham is six 
miles southeast of Gravesend; Wrotham (or Wrootham) is eleven miles northwest of Maid-
stone; Blackheath is on the open common between Eltham and Greenwich, five miles from 
London; Coxheath is near Maidstone. See Sugden, s.vv. “Barham,” “Cobham,” “Wrotham,” 
“Blackheath,” and “Cock’s heath.” I have not yet located Birchen Wood: Sugden suggests, “Prob-
ably Bircholt, which lies in E. Kent near Ashford, is the place intended” (s.v. “Birchen Wood”); 
there is a Birchwood Park near Dartford that remains a possibility.

73 henry Smith, the Poore-Mans Teares, Opened in a Sermon (London, �592), sigs. A7r–v. 
Smith goes on to jibe that “these fellowes are of the opinion of the Anabaptists, that euerie mans 
goods must be common to them, or else they will force them to part [with] it” (sig. A7v).

74 the Lamentable and Trve Tragedie of M. arden of Feversham in Kent (London, �592), sig. 
I4v.

75 B[en] I[onson], the Comicall Satyre of Every Man ovt of His Hvmor (London, �600), sigs. 
M3r–v.

76 Tho[mas] Dekker and Iohn Webster, West-ward Hoe (London, �607), sig. D�v.
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way robbery twenty miles away near dawn, and then ridden back. The only gang 
member placed at the scene is Gadshill, who is spending the night at the inn 
at Rochester, on a reconnaissance mission. But in Poins’s speech we encounter 
what seems to be an awkward confusion: Gad’s hill is the place where the 
robbery will take place, but it is also the name of one of the gang. Obviously, 
“Gadshill” is an appropriate nickname for a man in his line of business. In the 
Famous Victories, Dericke recognizes Cutter not by his given name, but by the 
place of his criminal activity: “Whoope hollo, now Gads hill, knowest thou 
me? . . . I know thee for a taking fellow, / Upon Gads hill in Kent” (sig. A4v). 
here, however, I want to propose another reading. In adapting this episode in 
1 Henry IV, Shakespeare alters the thief ’s character by depriving him of his 
crime-related identity as Cuthbert Cutter and instead names him exclusively 
as a product of the place of his crime, Gad’s hill, personifying the carrier’s per-
ception of the threat posed by that place. The telescoping of place and person 
means that the statement “Gadshill lies tonight in Rochester” sits awkwardly, as 
if one geographical place were spending the night in another. The effect is delib-
erate: to collapse the site of the robbery with the inn (the place where he “lies”) 
and to highlight the collusion of some of the inn’s workers in the ambush. The 
Gadshill character is then developed in a combative scene with the carriers and 
a conspiratorial scene with the inn’s chamberlain to make clear the causal links 
between the crime of highway robbery and the inns on which the carriers rely.

Poins celebrates Gadshill as the evil mastermind: “Now shall we know if 
Gadshill have set a match. O, if men were to be saved by merit, what hole in 
hell were hot enough for him? This is the most omnipotent villain that ever 
cried ‘Stand!’ to a true man” (�.2.�02–5). It is Gadshill who elaborates the 
detailed information that there are “Some eight or ten” (2.2.62) in the company. 
But Gadshill’s source—the enabler of his villainy—is made clear: he has this 
information because “Gadshill lies tonight in Rochester” or, more precisely, 
because he has an informant at the inn where he lies. This collusion between 
inn servant and criminal is a commonplace, but, as I shall suggest, the play 
provides an unusual analysis of the situation. In the midst of his description of 
England’s beautiful inns, William harrison embarks on a lengthy digression 
on the nefarious tricks of inn staff. Ostlers, he begins, not only mistreat the 
horses “but also make such packs with slipper merchants which hunt after preie 
. . . that manie an honest man is spoiled of his goods as he trauelleth to and fro.” 
In this enterprise, he alleges, “the counsell of the tapsters or drawers of drinke, 
and chamberleins is not seldome behind or wanting,” to the extent that “Certes 
I beleeue not that chapman or traueller in England is robbed by the waie with-
out the knowledge of some of them.” The tricks are multiple. When a guest 
comes into the inn and dismounts his horse, the ostler “forthwith is verie busie 
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to take downe his budget or capcase in the yard from his sadle bow, which he 
peiseth [weighs] slilie in his hand to féele the weight thereof.” When the guest 
goes to his chamber, the chamberlain will “be sure to remooue it from the place 
where the owner hath set it as if it were to set it more conuenientlie some where 
else, whereby he getteth an inkling whether it be monie or other short wares.” 
The tapster for his part observes “what plenty of monie he draweth” when a 
customer “paieth the shot.” In short, “it shall be an hard matter to escape all 
their subtile practises.” Armed with this information, the ostler, chamberlain, 
or tapster “giueth warning to such od ghests as hant the house and are of his 
confederacie, to the vtter vndoing of manie an honest yeoman as he iournieth 
by the waie.”77 

In harrison’s account, the corruption is thoroughgoing. Even those thinking 
it “a gay matter” to “commit their budgets at their comming to the goodman of 
the house” can cause their own undoing, since “there cannot be a surer token 
vnto such as prie and watch for those booties, than to sée anie ghest deliuer 
his capcase in such maner.” For while admittedly “their monie be safe for the 
time that it is in his hands (for you shall not heare that a man is robbed in his 
inne) yet after their departure the host can make no warrantise of the same, 
sith his protection extendeth no further than the gate of his owne house.”78 
The dangers of this strategy are dramatized in the brief extract contained in 
the so-called “Tapster Manuscript,” a single leaf of dramatic text that came to 
light in �988, in which an inn’s tapster tips off two thieves about a “man that 
lodged in our house last night that hath 3 hundred markes in [gold.] he carries 
yt vnto the kings exchequer for certaine lands was latelye forfeited & that same 
man must needes go ore the [hill] where you may very well goe meete with 
<h>[im],” since “there is not anye beares him companye.” he is certain of his 
information, “for I did see the gold last night when as he gaue my master yt to 
lay vp tyll he calld for yt today.” In this brief scene, the tables are turned when 
the thieves depart promising the tapster a share in their profits, but failing to 
pay their beer bill.79 

77 harrison, sig. P2v.
78 harrison, sigs. P2v–P3r.
79 Schøyen Collection MS �627 is reproduced, transcribed, and discussed in Arthur Free-

man, “The ‘Tapster Manuscript’: An Analogue of Shakespeare’s Henry the Fourth Part One,” in 
English Manuscript Studies, 1100–1700, ed. Peter Beal and Jeremy Griffiths, vol. 6 (London: 
British Library, �997), 93–�05; esp. 97 (transcript). Freeman claims that “the robbery at Gads 
hill is set up in exactly the same way”: “We have here the same sum (three hundred marks), the 
same sort of carrier, and the same destination” (94). however, the robbery in 1 Henry IV is very 
different, precisely because this is not “the same sort of carrier”: this man is explicitly traveling 
alone, and no carrier is involved. 
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In Shakespeare, tapsters and ostlers are usually bywords for borderline 

criminal characters: Coriolanus mocks the ostler as one “that for th’ poorest 
piece / Will bear the knave by th’ volume” (3.3.33–34), that is, one who for the 
smallest remuneration will bear being called knave a multitude of times. In the 
Merry Wives of Windsor, Falstaff asserts, “A tapster is a good trade. An old 
cloak makes a new jerkin; a withered servingman a fresh tapster” (�.3.�4–�6). 
Celia in as You Like It opines that “the oath of a lover is no stronger than the 
word of a tapster. They are both the confirmer of false reckonings” (3.4.27–29), 
while the fact that Pompey in Measure for Measure is “a tapster” is taken as 
evidence that he’s also “parcel bawd,” part pimp (2.�.58). But in 1 Henry IV, 
ostlers and tapsters are not the guilty party at the Rochester inn. Instead, there 
is a marked distinction between corrupt inn servants and good, exploited inn 
servants. And in making this distinction, the play lines up carriers, innkeepers, 
tapsters, and ostlers against the chamberlain and his cronies.

The Custom of the Realm

In the final scene of Act 2, the playacting of Falstaff, hal, and their com-
rades is interrupted by the entrance of a flustered Bardolph, who announces, 
“O my lord, my lord, the sheriff with a most monstrous watch is at the door” 
(2.4.469–70). Seconds later, the hostess enters with the same news: “The sher-
iff and all the watch are at the door. They are come to search the house. Shall I 
let them in?” (ll. 476–77). According to the stage directions, however, the “most 
monstrous watch” turns out to be only “Sheriff and the Carrier” (l. 492 sd). The 
Sheriff explains that “two gentlemen / have in this robbery lost three hun-
dred marks” (ll. 506–7) and that a “hue and cry / hath followed certain men 
unto this house” (ll. 493–94). A hue and cry was usually “raised by the party 
aggrieved,”80 but the men we might expect to be “the party aggrieved”—the two 
gentlemen—are not present. Why is the carrier in this scene? he barely speaks: 
when the Sheriff reports that “A gross, fat man” is among the suspected thieves, 
the carrier elaborates only that he is “As fat as butter” (ll. 497–98). Evidently, 
his presence is required for more than these four words.8� In what follows, I 
shall suggest that the carrier needs to enter alongside the sheriff, because he, 
rather than the gentlemen, is indeed legally the “party aggrieved.” 

80 OED, s.v. “hue and cry” (n.�). In arden of Feversham, Will complains, “I am so pursued with 
hues and cryes, / For petty robberies that I haue done, / That I can come vnto no Sanctuary. / 
. . . the Constable had 20 warrands to apprehend me, / Besides that, I robbed him and his Man 
once at Gades hill” (sig. I4v).

8� For an intriguing assessment of these words, however, see Anthony B. Dawson, Watching 
Shakespeare: a Playgoers’ guide (New York: St. Martin’s Press, �988), 9�–92. 
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This understanding of the carrier, I would argue, also explains why Shake-

speare is at pains to exonerate the innkeeper, ostler, and tapster from the 
suspicion of foul play. Gadshill’s informant is specifically the chamberlain, the 
servant who, as the Knight of the Burning Pestle reminds us, has responsibility 
for the inn’s chambers: he “will see / Our beds prepar’d, and bring vs snowy 
sheetes, / Where neuer foote-man stretch’d his butter’d hams.”82 But the 
luxury provided by the chamberlain carried its own danger. When John Milton 
writes his �63� elegy on the death of hobson, the Cambridge University car-
rier, he imagines hobson being welcomed by “the kind office of a Chamberlin,” 
but that chamberlain is Death: 

[Death,] lately finding him [the carrier] so long at home,  
And thinking now his journeys end was come, 
And that he had tane up his latest Inne,  
In the kind office of a Chamberlin  
Shew’d him his room where he must lodge that night,  
Pull’d off his Boots, and took away the light:  
If any ask for him, it shall be sed, 
Hobson has supt, and’s newly gon to bed.83 

The chamberlain’s inherent threat, tacitly registered in Milton’s elegy, derives 
from his intimate access to the guests. The chamberlain is in a prime position 
to learn what they are carrying: “It holds current that I told you yesternight. 
There’s a franklin in the Weald of Kent hath brought three hundred marks with 
him in gold” (1 Henry IV, 2.�.52–55). he has this knowledge from overhearing 
the guests’ conversation: “I heard him tell it to one of his company last night at 
supper—a kind of auditor, one that hath abundance of charge too, God knows 
what” (ll. 55–57). With responsibility for their board, he can give Gadshill pre-
cise information on their schedule: “They are up already, and call for eggs and 
butter. They will away presently” (ll. 58–59). 

Despite their collusion, the chamberlain and Gadshill have very different 
notions about what collusion means. Gadshill is at pains to stress their mutual 
involvement in the crime, the direct connection between the chamberlain’s 
information and the planned robbery. When the chamberlain answers 
Gadshill’s call with a cheery “ ‘At hand,’ quoth Pickpurse,” Gadshill observes 
sardonically, “That’s even as fair as ‘ “At hand”, quoth the chamberlain,’ for 
thou variest no more from picking of purses than giving direction doth from 
labouring: thou layest the plot how” (ll. 47–5�). The tension registered in 

82 Knight of the Burning Pestle, sig. E2r.
83 John Milton, “On the University Carrier,” Poems, &c. upon Severall Occasions (London, 

�673), sigs. B8v–C�r, esp. sig. C�r.
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this exchange is recapitulated when the two men shake hands on their deal. 
“[T]hou shalt have a share in our purchase” (ll. 90–9�), Gadshill confirms, but 
the preceding conversation has established that, in practice, there is an impor-
tant difference between the thief ’s actions and the chamberlain’s intelligence, 
and a hint of it surfaces when the subject of hanging is broached. “Sirrah, if 
they [the guests] meet not with Saint Nicholas’s clerks [highwaymen],” insists 
Gadshill, “I’ll give thee this neck” (ll. 60–6�). The chamberlain wants none of 
this talk of hanging: “I pray thee keep that for the hangman, for I know thou 
worshippest Saint Nicholas as truly as a man of falsehood may” (ll. 62–64). 
Perhaps this insult is why the scene ends with Gadshill calling the chamberlain 
“you muddy knave” (l. 96).

Underlying this cooperation between the thief and the chamberlain is an 
important legal reality: as early as the �360s, the king’s council had issued a 
writ stating that any loss of goods brought into an inn by guests was answerable 
by the innkeeper.84 This was the first use of what became known as “the custom 
of the realm” in which such liability did not have to be proved because “the cus-
tom of this realm is common law.”85 As William harrison notes, “If [a guest] 
loose oughts whilest he abideth in the inne, the host is bound by a generall cus-
tome to restore the damage, so that there is no greater securitie anie where for 
trauellers than in the gretest ins of England.”86 This means that when a guest is 
robbed, his thoughts turn not to the thief, but to the innkeeper. In Sir John Old-
castle, the carrier Club, whose clothes have gone missing, demands, “Zwookes, 
do you robbe your ghests? doe you lodge rogues and slaues, and scoundrels, 
ha? they ha stolne our cloths here?”87 Note here the strange progression of his 
thought: first, does the innkeeper rob his guests? Second, does the innkeeper 
allow criminals to lodge in his inn? Only finally, a poor third, does he assert 
that they (other people) have stolen his clothes. Club determines to “forzweare 
your house,” since “you lodgde a fellow and his wife by vs that ha runne away 
with our parrel.”88 The threat here is more severe than it appears, since the car-
rier brought with him considerable custom: the inn trade and the carrier trade 
were inextricably linked. The bullish carrier here is echoed in Earle’s sketch, 

84 See Oliver Wendell holmes Jr., the Common Law (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 
�88�), lecture 5, “The Bailee at Common Law,” �64–205. For a critique of holmes, see Joseph 
h. Beale Jr., “The Carrier’s Liability: Its history,” Harvard Law Review �� (�897–98): �58–68. 
More recently, see J. h. Baker, an Introduction to English Legal History, 2d ed. (London: But-
terworths, �979), 338–39, and the documents in Sources of English Legal History: Private Law to 
1750, ed. J. h. Baker and S.F.C. Milsom (London: Butterworths, �986), 522–27. 

85 Baker, Introduction to English Legal History, 338–39.
86 harrison, sig. P2v. 
87 Sir John Old-castle, sig. I2v. 
88 Sir John Old-castle, sig. I2v.
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where “No man domineers more in his Inne, nor cals his host vnreuerently 
with more presumption, and this arrogance proceeds out of the strength of his 
horses.”89 By contrast with these stereotyped portrayals, Shakespeare’s carri-
ers are churlish but notably less arrogant. 

The liability of the innkeeper is not raised in the carrier scenes, but it is 
clearly echoed when Falstaff is robbed of the papers in his pocket while in a 
drunken stupor. he demands of the hostess that she discover who stole his 
property: “how now, Dame Partlet the hen, have you enquired yet who picked 
my pocket?” (1 Henry IV, 3.3.5�–52). The hostess is properly enraged: “Why, 
Sir John, what do you think, Sir John? Do you think I keep thieves in my 
house? I have searched, I have enquired, so has my husband, man by man, boy 
by boy, servant by servant. The tithe of a hair was never lost in my house before” 
(ll. 53–57). She is keen to deny that she keeps thieves in her house because, as 
innkeeper, she is vulnerable to claims for property stolen from her premises. 
Falstaff’s insistence on the innkeeper’s responsibility comes to nothing when 
the hostess points out that he is in debt to her: for “your diet, and by-drink-
ings,” twenty-four pounds lent to him in cash, and twelve shirts she has bought 
him made of “holland of eight shillings an ell” (ll. 70–72). She accuses him of 
fabricating the robbery story to evade his debts: “You owe me money, Sir John, 
and now you pick a quarrel to beguile me of it” (ll. 65–66). 

In 1 Henry IV, of course, the plot is not to rob the guests of their goods at 
the inn, but to rob them once those guests are back on the road—and this is 
where the carrier comes in. Once the guests have left the inn, as harrison says, 
the innkeeper is not responsible for their stolen goods. But if they leave with 
a carrier, the carrier takes responsibility. The carrier’s legal status was like the 
innkeeper’s: through the custom of the realm, he too was a bailee, that is, “a 
man who, in taking charge of another man’s goods, assumes an absolute liabil-
ity for them to the owner” and thus responsible for all loss and damage to the 
goods.90 The principle is made clear in Christopher St. Germain’s Doctor and 
Student, a dialogue discussing legal issues first published in �528 and frequently 
reprinted throughout the Tudor and Stuart periods: 

As it is commonly holden in the lawes of Englande if a common carier goe 
by the wayes that bee daungerous for robbing, or driue by night, or in other 
inconuenient time, & be robbed, or if he ouer charge a horse, whereby he 
falleth into the water or otherwise, so that the stuffe is hurt or impeyred, that 
he shal stande charged for his misdemeanour, & if hee would percase refuse 
to cary it, vnles promise were made vnto him that he shall not bee charged for 

89 Earle, Micro-Cosmographie, sig. D5v.
90 Crofts, 29. 
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no misdemeanor that should be in him, that promise were void. For it were 
against reason & against good maners and so it is in al other cases like.9�

Despite legal challenges, in the last years of Elizabeth’s reign cases such as 
Woodlife’s Case (�596–97) and Southcote’s Case (King’s Bench, �60�) restated 
the carrier’s liability. Edward Coke advised that the only way out for the carrier 
was to establish beforehand a sense of limited liability:

Note reader, it is good policy for him who takes any goods to keep, to take 
them in a special manner, sci[licet], “to keep them as he keeps his own goods”, 
or “to keep them the best that he can at the peril of the party”, or “if they hap-
pen to be stolen or purloined, that he shall not answer for them”; for he that 
accepteth them ought to take them in such or the like manner, or otherwise he 
may be charged by his general acceptance.92

In practice, then, carriers had little recourse to legal remedy: they could be 
ruined by large claims on their liability. This is what the legendary “Long Meg 
of Westminster”—a Lancashire girl in the reign of henry VIII who was born 
with the height, stature, and physical strength of a man—means when she 
teaches a lesson to the assailants of Father Willis, the carrier who brought her 
to London. She makes them swear never to hurt women, poor men, impotent 
men, children, innocents, or distressed persons and to promise “that you rob no 
Pack-men nor Carriers: for their goods nor mony is none of their owne.”93 The 
line is nonsensical unless these men stand to lose even more by the fact that their 
goods and money are not their own. Dericke makes his entrance in the Famous 
Victories, it will be remembered, calling for a constable; he is trying to raise a 
hue and cry. Even John Earle’s unsympathetic sketch of the carrier testifies to 
his vulnerability to robbery and the consequences, although in Earle’s eyes, this 
is only just deserts for the carrier’s assault on the roads: “he is a great afflicter of 
the high-way, and beares them out of mesure, which iniury is somtimes reuengd 
by the Purse taker; & then the Voyage miscaries.”94 

9� [Christopher St. Germain,] the Dialoges in English, betwene a Docter of Diuinity, and 
a Student in the Lawes of England (London, �580), sigs. R�v–R2r (abbreviations are silently 
expanded).

92 Modernized translation quoted and discussed in Crofts, 30. See also Edward Coke, Le 
qvart part des reportes (London, �6�0), sig. X4r: “nota Lecteur, est bone policie a cestuy que prist 
ascun biens a garder, a prender eux en speciall maner, s. a garder eux sicome il garde ses biens 
demesne, ou a garder eux le melieux q’ il poit al peril del pt’, ou q’ sils happ’ destre emblee ou 
purloigne, que il ne respondera pur eux, car couient a cesty q’ accept eux a prendereux en tiel ou 
semblable maner, ou auterment il poit ester charge per son generall acceptance.” 

93 the Life of Long Meg of VVestminster: Containing the Mad Merry Prankes Shee Played in her 
Life Time, not Onely in Performing Sundry Quarrels with Diuers Ruffians abovt London: But also 
How Valiantly She Behaued Her Selfe in the Warres of Bolloingue (London, �635), sig. D2r.

94 Earle, Micro-Cosmographie, sigs. D5r–v.
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This is why, then, it is the carrier who appears in the Eastcheap tavern along-

side the sheriff (2.4.492–5�2): if the goods are not found, or the highwaymen 
are not prosecuted, he will be liable for the theft. The play emphasizes that the 
robbery affects not only rich individuals, but also the poor carrier who trans-
ports them, a familiar real-life figure and popular stage character notable for 
his rustic lack of urban sophistication. Carriers were naturally vulnerable on 
many fronts. But in 1 Henry IV, the carrier’s vulnerability is presented instead 
as the result of deliberate, cold-blooded victimization, and here, Shakespeare’s 
play departs significantly from its inspirations and sources. The ultimate source 
for the Gadshill episode is probably John Stow’s Chronicles of England, which 
tells how the prince, “accompanyed with some of his yong Lords & gentlemen 
. . . wold waite in disguised araye for his owne receyuers, and distresse them 
of theyr money.”95 This scenario is rehearsed in the Famous Victories when 
Prince harry with his friends Ned, Tom, and Jockey Oldcastle are said to have 
ambushed receivers and taken a thousand pounds—raising the bar, in compari-
son with Stow’s account, as harry and his friends in the Famous Victories “rob 
my fathers Receiuers” (sig. A2r), attacking the king’s men rather than his own. 
As we have seen, the Famous Victories contrasts this with the other and more 
prominent robbery by Cuthbert Cutter who “set vpon, and hath robd a poore 
Carrier” (sig. A2v), Dericke. It is also clear that Dericke should be seen as the 
play’s comic hero, and Cutter as its villain. The play is in no doubt that these two 
crimes are ethically different, the attack on the receivers a piece of fun, whereas 
the carrier attack is blameworthy and worthy of vengeance. This distinction is 
borne out in the prince’s dreams of the time when he will be king, appointing 
Ned as his Lord Chief Justice: 

thou shalt hang none but picke purses and horse stealers, and such base mind-
ed villaines but that fellow that will stand by the high way side couragiously 
with his sword and buckler and take a purse, that fellow giue him commenda-
tions; beside that, send him to me and I will giue him an anuall pension out of 
my Exchequer, to maintaine him all the dayes of his life.

95 John Stow, the Chronicles of England, from Brute vnto this Present Yeare of Christ. 1580 
(London, �580), sigs. Oo3v–Oo4r (abbreviations have been silently expanded): “Whilst his 
father liued, beyng accompanyed with some of his yong Lords & gentlemen, he wold waite in 
disguised araye for his owne receyuers, and distresse them of theyr money: and sometimes at 
suche enterprices both he and his company wer surely beaten: and when his receiuers made to 
him their complaints, how they were robbed in their comming vnto him, he wold giue them 
discharge of so much mony as they had lost, and besides that, they should not depart from him 
without great rewards for their trouble and vexation, especially they should be rewarded that 
best hadde resisted hym and his company, and of whom he hadde receyued the greatest & most 
strokes. But after the decease of his father, was neuer any youth, or wildnes, that might haue 
place in him, but all his actes were sodainely chaunged into grauitie and discreation.”
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(Famous Victories, sig. C�v)

The dashing highway pursetaker, standing with his sword and buckler, is to 
be admired; but sneaky pickpurses and horse stealers are beyond the pale: the 
prince berates Cutter as a “base minded rascal to rob a poore carrier” (sig. A2v). 
Despite this distinction, however, the two robberies cannot be kept entirely 
separate: the thief who attacks the carrier is, after all, the prince’s man who had 
“parted from vs the last night” (sig. A2v) and the prince does intervene to save 
Cutter from jail. he is the man whom harry and his cronies use “to spie / Out 
our booties” (sig. A2v); in other words, Cuthbert Cutter is the man who facili-
tates harry’s attack on the receivers. So if the play condemns Cutter outright, 
how can it simultaneously permit a grudging admiration for harry’s highway 
ambush? 

In 1 Henry IV, Shakespeare builds on this ambiguity, merging the two 
offences to produce an attack that could ultimately wreck the lives not only of 
the two gentlemen (one downgraded to a franklin or small landowner and the 
other to an auditor or treasury official), but also of the carrier who transports 
them. The play does present, albeit fleetingly, a different version of the robbery, 
when it is reported that “There’s money of the King’s coming down the hill; ’tis 
going to the King’s exchequer” (2.2.52–53).96 This is at odds with what Gads-
hill has gathered from the chamberlain—perhaps because this is a ghost of an 
earlier version or because the robbers deliberately obscure and misrepresent the 
lowly nature of their victims. 

Whatever the case, Shakespeare’s play refuses an easy separation between 
evil lowly villains and the reckless, dashing elite characters. To reinforce this 
identification, the carriers’ scene echoes and resonates strangely with the first 
scene between hal and Falstaff at the tavern in Eastcheap (�.2). At Rochester, it 
is still dark: the first carrier enters “with a lantern in his hand,” and claims “hey-
ho! An it be not four by the day, I’ll be hanged. Charles’s Wain is over the new 
chimney, and yet our horse not packed” (2.� sd and ll. �–3). here, we see some-
thing of the schedule and labor of the carrier: travel must be accomplished dur-
ing daylight hours, so the horses have to be ready to leave at dawn. But asking 
the time also echoes Falstaff, on his first entrance in the play: “Now, hal, what 
time of day is it, lad?” to which the prince objects, “What a devil hast thou to do 
with the time of the day?” (�.2.�, 5–6). Given Falstaff’s unscheduled, hedonistic 
lifestyle, hal can “see no reason why thou shouldst be so superfluous to demand 
the time of the day” (ll. �0–��). Falstaff admits that the prince has a point: 

96 In both Quarto and Folio texts, Bardolph has these lines, but it is not clear why he would 
have this information—and, indeed, editors have reassigned the speech to Gadshill. See Beving-
ton, ed., 2.2.49n; and Kastan, ed., 2.2.52n.
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“Indeed you come near me now, hal, for we that take purses go by the moon 
and the seven stars, and not by Phoebus, he, ‘that wand’ring knight so fair’ ” 
(ll. �2–�4). As one who takes purses, Falstaff aligns himself with Gadshill, but 
as one who goes by the moon, he aligns himself with the carriers who rely on 
nocturnal astronomy to time the predawn beginning of their working day. The 
image is developed through the play. While the carriers rely on their lanterns 
for their work, and Gadshill attempts to borrow them to aid his, Bardolph’s 
nose becomes a lantern for Falstaff: “thou bearest the lantern in the poop, but 
’tis in the nose of thee. Thou art the Knight of the Burning Lamp” (3.3.25–27). 
Falstaff details the uses he makes of it: but for his nose, Bardolph is the “son of 
utter darkness” (ll. 36–37) because his nose only serves to light the night world 
of criminals: as Bardolph “[ran] up Gad’s hill in the night to catch my horse” 
(ll. 37–38), he saved Falstaff “a thousand marks in links and torches walking 
with thee in the night betwixt tavern and tavern” (ll. 4�–43). 

Falstaff’s poetic conceits are not allowed to go unchallenged. In �.2, Falstaff 
develops his self-description as a nocturnal pursetaker, claiming that such as he 
are “Diana’s foresters, gentlemen of the shade, minions of the moon . . . being 
governed, as the sea is, by our noble and chaste mistress the moon, under whose 
countenance we steal” (ll. 24–28). In response, hal perversely picks up on the 
ebbing that is destined for “us that are the moon’s men”: “a purse of gold most 
resolutely snatched on Monday night and most dissolutely spent on Tuesday 
morning, got with swearing ‘Lay by!’, and spent with crying ‘Bring in!’, now in as 
low an ebb as the foot of the ladder, and by and by in as high a flow as the ridge 
of the gallows” (ll. 30, 32–37). The tone shifts as hal reminds Falstaff of the 
consequences of “swearing ‘Lay by!’ ”—death by hanging. Falstaff begs hal not 
to “hang a thief ” “when thou art king” (ll. 59); and hal equivocates by saying 
that instead Falstaff will, “and so become a rare hangman” (ll. 64–65). The con-
versation resonates with the curse-laden speech of the two carriers, highlighted 
by an inventive variety of hanging oaths: “I’ll be hanged,” “Come away, and be 
hanged!” “Come and be hanged!” “Marry, I’ll see thee hanged first” (ll. �–2, 22, 
30, 39). (here again, we might find an echo of the Famous Victories: “Dericke” 
was at that time synonymous for the hangman or the gallows, and was even 
used as an active verb meaning “to hang.”97) 

This “hanging” figure reveals Falstaff’s identification with the world of Gads-
hill—and forces us to take seriously Gadshill’s insistence, in a speech to the 
chamberlain, that thanks to high-level protection, he is safe from prosecution 
and punishment:

97 OED, s.v. “derrick” (n. and v.).
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What talkest thou to me of the hangman? If I hang, I’ll make a fat pair of 
gallows; for, if I hang, old Sir John hangs with me, and thou knowest he is no 
starveling. Tut, there are other Trojans that thou dreamest not of, the which 
for sport sake are content to do the profession some grace, that would, if 
matters should be looked into, for their own credit sake make all whole. I am 
joined with no foot-landrakers, no long-staff sixpenny strikers, none of these 
mad mustachio purple-hued maltworms, but with nobility and tranquillity, 
burgomasters and great oneyers, such as can hold in, such as will strike sooner 
then speak, and speak sooner then drink, and drink sooner then pray—and 
yet, zounds, I lie, for they pray continually to their saint the commonwealth, 
or, rather, not pray to her but prey on her, for they ride up and down on her 
and make her their boots. 

(2.�.65–8�)

In Gadshill’s boastful account, his safety is vouched for by his collaborators, 
the undreamed-of “other Trojans,” “nobility and tranquillity, burgomasters and 
great oneyers,” with whose support he and his fellows “steal as in a castle, cock-
sure” and “walk invisible” (ll. 68, 74–75, 85–86). But Gadhill’s speech reveals 
the cost: these supporters not only “pray to” the Commonwealth but “prey on 
her”—and his image is one of their trampling the land: “they ride up and down 
on her, and make her their boots” [plunder] (l. 8�n). These are the terms with 
which King henry opens the play, with his premature speech of joy at the end 
of civil war:

No more the thirsty entrance of this soil  
Shall daub her lips with her own children’s blood;  
No more shall trenching war channel her fields,  
Nor bruise her flowerets with the armed hoofs  
Of hostile paces. 

(�.�.5–9)

As the play progresses, Falstaff, Gadshill’s most prominent supporter, 
proves himself to be a second Gadshill: he moves toward Warwickshire, press-
ing soldiers (and pocketing the collateral profits) and exploiting the innkeepers: 
“There’s not a shirt and a half in all my company, and the half-shirt is two nap-
kins tacked together and thrown over the shoulders like a herald’s coat without 
sleeves; and the shirt, to say the truth, stolen from my host of Saint Albans, or 
the red-nose innkeeper of Daventry” (4.2.4�–46). In a macabre parody of the 
carrier’s journey, Falstaff’s itinerary is mapped and remembered by the inns 
and innkeepers that punctuate it, at St. Albans and Daventry, both on the car-
riers’ London road to Coventry.98 And once again we find the inns as scenes of 

98 Richard Grafton’s �59� Briefe Treatise (sig. h2v) details a route from London through 
Barnet, St. Albans, Dunstable, Brickhill, Stony Stratford, Towcester, and Daventry to Coven-
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crime: he has stolen a shirt (and probably napkins) from an innkeeper. More 
gravely, among his declared choice of categories of impressed men, Falstaff 
again victimizes those lower-ranked men who serve the realm’s highways: “such 
as indeed were never soldiers, but discarded unjust servingmen, younger sons 
to younger brothers, revolted tapsters and ostlers trade-fallen—the cankers of 
a calm world and a long peace, ten times more dishonourable-ragged than an 
old feazed ensign” (ll. 26–3�). here, among England’s disaffected are “revolted 
tapsters and ostlers trade-fallen,” inevitably recalling the tapster Francis, the 
hapless victim of Poins’s and hal’s merriment in the Eastcheap tavern, and 
the Rochester inn’s Robin Ostler, whose death was attributed to the rise in 
the price of oats. When hal rebukes him for conscripting “such pitiful rascals” 
(l. 63), Falstaff callously dismisses his objections: “Tut, tut, good enough to 
toss; food for powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit as well as better. Tush, 
man, mortal men, mortal men” (ll. 64–66). In due course, inevitably, his words 
come true: “I have led my ragamuffins where they are peppered; there’s not 
three of my hundred and fifty left alive, and they are for the town’s end to beg 
during life” (5.3.35–38). While Gadshill and Falstaff are glibly happy to exploit 
the custom of the realm by abusing carriers and innkeepers, Falstaff ultimately 
proves himself capable of a fatal exploitation of the subordinates in the same 
system, the ostlers and tapsters, supposedly in the service of the realm. 

If Falstaff is deeply implicated in such abuse, then where does this leave hal? 
When the robbery is first mooted by Poins, the prince notably refuses Falstaff’s 
invitation to “make one” of the crew: “Who? I rob? I a thief? Not I, by my faith 
. . . Well, come what will, I’ll tarry at home” (�.2.�3�, �37). he is persuaded 
specifically not to take part in the robbery of the pilgrims and traders (“your-
self and I will not be there,” Poins insists [ll. �55–56]), but to “rob the thieves” 
(2.2.9�); having recovered the money and shamed the robbers, hal swears that 
“The money shall be paid back again with advantage” (2.4.533–34). he attacks 
Falstaff when Sir John accuses the hostess of theft: “Charge an honest woman 
with picking thy pocket? Why, thou whoreson, impudent, embossed rascal” 
(3.3.�54–56). Against the false lanterns of Falstaff and Bardolph, Shakespeare 
weaves the dominant imagery of hal as the sun/son yet to come, “Who doth 
permit the base contagious clouds / To smother up his beauty from the world” 
(�.2.�88–89), the clouds and mist to be dispelled by his change, “My reforma-
tion, glittering o’er my fault” (l. 203). 

But is hal as guiltless as he insists? he wants to separate himself from this 
world of corrupt chamberlains who betray their customers, lazy ostlers who 

try; Falstaff intends to march through Coventry to reach “Sutton-cop-hill,” presumably Sutton 
Coldfield, that night. 
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maltreat travelers’ horses, highway robbers who collude with inn workers, and 
duplicitous and thieving guests who make false claims against innkeepers and 
steal their property. Yet he gleefully takes part in the “playing holidays” and 
“loose behaviour” of the tavern (ll. �94, �98), the taunting of the tapster Francis, 
and the picking of Falstaff’s pocket. he angrily resists the language of the inns: 
when Falstaff asks him to help him get back on his horse, the prince retorts, 
“Out, ye rogue; shall I be your ostler?” (2.2.4�). More damagingly, he does noth-
ing to stop the Gadshill robbery, which leads not only to the theft of money 
(which he can put right) but also to the vicious assault on the travelers (which he 
cannot). Indeed, the robbery has to take place for him to have his “sport.” And 
even at the end of the play, he declares himself happy to “grace” Falstaff’s “lie” 
(5.4.�57). Far from separating out a comic underplot that mimics and absolves 
the main plot, the play refuses to allow an easy absolution to hal’s continued 
indulgence in the world of Falstaff and Gadshill. 

In conclusion, then, to excise the carriers’ scene is not simply to cut back on 
a few actors, costumes, or stage time. Such excision also comes at the price of 
unpinning the play’s finely plotted connections between the worlds of the East-
cheap tavern and the Rochester inn, and the mutual support system between 
the high-placed “Trojans” and the low, vicious criminals whom they protect. 
By drawing on the figure of the carrier, familiar both from his audience’s own 
lives and from the comic creation of Richard Tarlton, Shakespeare is able to 
point out everyone’s vulnerability to the corruption of men like Falstaff—and, 
by extension, the unreformed hal. The carrier is not simply a faceless, hapless 
victim: he is, for most London audiences, the face of home. It is he, along with 
the inn’s retinue of honest innkeepers, tapsters, and ostlers, who provides the 
conduit between the city and the provinces that allows their new London lives 
to flourish. Gadshill and his protectors, personified in Falstaff, prey on the 
commonwealth, attacking precisely those who, by the custom of the realm, can-
not protect themselves and have no legal redress. Far from providing a comic 
underplot, the carriers’ scene begins to suggest an analysis of how “nobility and 
tranquillity” might be responsible for the fate of “revolted tapsters and ostlers 
trade-fallen,” as their paths cross on the London road. 


